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DISNEY’S LIVE-ACTION REMAKE OF BEAUTY AND 
THE BEAST MIGHT SEEM LIKE THE ULTIMATE 
CELEBRATION OF HETEROSEXUAL LOVE BUT, 
AS ITS DIRECTOR AND STARS REVEAL, THE 
FILM IS BUILT AROUND A LITTLE-KNOWN GAY 
METAPHOR. IT ALSO FEATURES DISNEY’S 
FIRST-EVER EXPLICITLY GAY MOMENT... 

Emma Watson & Dan Stevens  
PHOTOGRAPHED IN NEW YORK 
EXCLUSIVELY FOR ATTITUDE BY  

Art Streiber
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eauty and the Beast 
is a live-action 
adaptation of 
Disney’s animated 
classic, itself an 
adaptation of a 
traditional French 

fairytale dating back to the 18th 
century. The new film was shot at 
the UK’s world-famous Shepperton 
Studios and reinvents Disney’s much-
loved characters for a contemporary 
audience, remaining faithful to the 
original music while updating the 
score with several new songs.

The central character is Belle, a 
bright and independent young woman 
who’s taken prisoner by Beast, a 
hideous-looking creature who lives cut 
off from the world in a remote castle. 
Belle soon befriends the castle’s staff 
and learns to look beyond Beast’s 
exterior and recognise the kind heart 
and soul of the man within.

Also starring Luke Evans, Ian 
McKellen, Ewan McGregor and Emma 
Thompson, the film still isn’t finished 
when Attitude interviews its leading 

actors the day before our exclusive 
photoshoot. But advance word is good 
and expectations high; the various 
trailers released so far have already 
racked up tens of millions of views.

Both of the romantic leads were fans 
of the original film and keen to star in 
the remake. “I loved the music,” says 
Watson, “I loved Belle as a character, I 
loved Beast as a character, I loved how 
they fell in love, I loved the humour.”

Stevens agrees: “Yeah, and it’s funny. 
Of all the animated Disney movies, 
it seems to be the one that a lot of 
guys I know seem quite comfortable 
admitting they loved.”

At the heart of both the 1991 film 
and the remake is, as the song goes, a 
“tale as old as time” — and one that’s 
in many ways a traditional, straight 
love story.

But the new film’s stars are eager 
to impress upon their favourite gay 
magazine that Beauty and the Beast 
isn’t just a straight love story. In fact, 
it’s very much defined by a queer 
sensibility.

“I think it was really important 

for Dan and me to develop and 
understand why each of our characters 
feel like they don’t fit in,” says Watson.

“I certainly felt, watching the original, 
that I wanted to know more about why 
Belle feels that she’s different and why 
she wants to be different and why she’s 
naturally different. So, I really wanted 
to develop her backstory.”

While in the 1991 film Belle is the 
daughter of an inventor who loves 
to read books, in the remake she’s 
a young woman who invents things 
herself — and doesn’t just enjoy 
reading but is passionate about 
teaching little girls to read.

Unfortunately, these passions don’t 
endear her to the others living in her 
village and she’s seen as strange and 
ostracised from society.

For Watson, this outsider status 
was the key to understanding why 
her character falls in love with Beast. 
“Dan and I were really looking for the 
moments we could connect and what 
we had in common,” she explains.

Stevens adds: “It’s about that sense 
of persecution. Belle is seen as a bit ›

The stars of Disney’s live-action 
remake of Beauty and the Beast 
are excited. But not because 
they’re appearing in one of the 
most hotly anticipated films of 
the year. No, it’s because they’re 
being interviewed by Attitude.

“You did the first hot photoshoot of 
Daniel Radcliffe,” squeals the usually 
composed Emma Watson, best known 
for playing Hermione in the Harry 
Potter films. “I remember him showing 
me pictures on the red carpet. It was 
him topless and with stubble and a 
waistcoat and I was, like, ‘Woah!’.’’

“Attitude was one of the first 
magazine shoots I ever did,” jumps in 
Dan Stevens, the normally cool and 
collected star of Downton Abbey. “It 
was when I did a show called The Line 
of Beauty for the BBC, based on Alan 
Hollinghurst’s novel about a gay man 
in the 1980s.”

We remember it well. But before 
Stevens can go on, he’s interrupted by 
Watson. “So we have lots of love for 
Attitude magazine.”

Which is just as well, seeing as 
Attitude has lots of love for the pair 
of them too — so much so that we’ve 
flown out to New York to meet them. 
We’ve got off to a great start and are 
certainly enjoying the love. Now if 
only we can persuade them to talk 
about the film...

B E A U T Y  &  T H E

ANIMAL PASSION: 
Dan Stevens, right, 
is known to fans of 
Downton, but is a little 
harder to recognise 
as Beast, above
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›

of a freak within her community, this 
girl who reads and invents things 
and is a bit too clever for the local 
establishment. And Beast is obviously 
persecuted because of his appearance.”

As you might expect of an actress 
who also fulfils the role of a UN 
goodwill ambassador for women’s 
issues, it’s important to Watson 
that her character doesn’t fit into 
a traditional gender role. So how 
forthright was she on this front while 
making the film?

“It’s difficult because, as an actress, 
there are certain restrictions that I 
have, in that I’m not the director, I’m 
not the writer. I play a character and 
my lines are written to a certain extent. 
But where I could express an opinion 
and where I had influence, I certainly 
used it.”

There’s a knowing smile from Stevens 
which ignites a wave of laughter from 
Watson. 

“But equally,” she adds, “there wasn’t 
much I needed to change. Honestly! 
Because it was already there. 

“It wasn’t as if I had to go in and 
change Belle; Belle’s a young woman 
who’s fighting the system and asking 
for more and is looking for this other 
life.”

As she discusses the film’s feminist 
credentials, Watson perks up further; 
she’s sharp and bright and it’s clear 
that she’s spent a lot of time thinking 
about these issues.

She points out that, although 
Belle falls in love with her captor (a 
phenomenon known as Stockholm 
Syndrome), at the end of the scene in 
which she’s attacked by wolves, it’s 
actually Belle who saves Beast. 

“I fought hard for it to be a conscious 
choice that she makes to stay,” Watson 
explains. “So Beast is wounded and 
down and she has her horse and she 
could go but she says, ‘I’m going to 
come back to the castle with you now 
— but I’m not coming as a prisoner’.”

With sparkling eyes, Stevens chips in: 
“And that’s when the balance of power 
shifts.” 

We discuss how a traditional female 
gender role can be limiting not just for 
girls but also, by extension, for boys: 
by driving them towards an outdated 
understanding of what it means to be 
male, something they might not feel 
they can identify with. Both actors 
are interested to hear how this can 
make many gay children feel bad about 

themselves and leave them with a low 
sense of self-worth. It’s something 
which might explain why films with 
strong female leads are often popular 
with gay men — and why Beauty and 
the Beast has always had a large gay 
following.

“I think the whole point of Belle is 
that she goes against what is expected 
of her in her gender role,” says Watson.

“What is expected of Belle in her 
gender role is that she will marry 
Gaston [played by Luke Evans], the 
handsome war hero from the village. 
But Belle has no interest in that 
whatsoever.”

ut there’s another 
element behind the 
gay appeal of Beauty 
and the Beast, one 
that’s much more 
significant. The 
character Beast hides 

himself away from the world because 
he’s ashamed of who he is, something 
which provides another hook of 
empathy for many gay men. So did 
launching his career by playing a gay 
character in the three-part BBC drama 
The Line of Beauty help Stevens to 
understand his character in this film?

“It certainly helped me understand 
Beast’s sense of isolation,” he replies, 
“and this idea of being denied or 
forbidden love in some way. And 
I remember when I was doing the 
research for The Line of Beauty that 
sense which can drive certain guys 
to a particular bitterness and cruelty. 

That doesn’t need to be there but it’s a 
natural by-product of being denied the 
beauty of love.

“And I guess there’s a certain element 
of that in Beast.”

But has he ever felt ashamed of who 
he is? As a straight, white man, surely 
he has the privilege of not needing to 
understand how that feels?

“I’d love to think that we would 
instinctively understand that as 
humans, but you’re right, there’s 
a certain kind of entitlement that 
cisgendered, white men have,” he 
admits.

At this point, Watson steps in to help 
him out. “Everyone carries shame in 
some form or another,” she says. “It 
might not be as overt or obvious with 
some people. But [actress and writer] 
Brené Brown does a really brilliant talk 
about vulnerability and she talks about 
shame really well. 

“She talks about how the only way 
human beings can really connect with 
one another is through vulnerability. 
And the number-one — the biggest, 
biggest, biggest — quality which means 
people can’t connect or can’t receive 
love is shame.”

Of course, shame is an emotion 
familiar to many gay men, especially 
those of us who were brought up 
when we still weren’t accepted by 
mainstream society. It would certainly 
have been understood by Howard 
Ashman, the Oscar-winning lyricist 
of the 1991 version of Beauty and 
the Beast, who was gay and who died 
of Aids-related complications while 
working on the film, a film which was ›

“I THINK THE WHOLE POINT OF BELLE IS THAT SHE GOES AGAINST  
WHAT IS EXPECTED OF HER IN HER GENDER ROLE”— EMMA WATSON

B E A U T Y  &  T H E

NON-LOVE STORY: 
Above, Belle has 

no interest in 
a conventional 

romance 
with Gaston 

(Luke Evans)
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dedicated to his memory. Like so many 
gay artists, from Tchaikovsky to Hans 
Christian Andersen, Ashman can be 
seen as using his work as a means of 
escaping difficulties in his life or as an 
outlet for his frustrated or suppressed 
emotions.

This might explain why some of the 
music in Beauty and the Beast makes 
such an intense emotional impact. 

But is Attitude reading too much 
into it? Emma Watson doesn’t think 
so. “There’s a lot in that, I don’t think 
that’s a push,” she says.

 

eauty and the 
Beast is directed 
by Bill Condon, 
whose previous 
films include 
the Hollywood 
adaptation of 

Dreamgirls, the final two instalments 
in the Twilight saga, Kinsey and the 
gay-themed Gods and Monsters. So far, 
so gay.

We discuss the parallel between 
Beauty and the Beast and the story of 
Gods and Monsters, in which horror 
director James Whale (played by Ian 
McKellen) views himself as monstrous, 
hiding away from the world until 
beauty comes calling, in this case in 
the shape of a hunky gardener played 
by Brendan Fraser.

It’s a parallel that Condon says 
he’s been thinking about a lot lately, 
although he’s keen to steer the 
discussion back to his new film — and 

to reveal the little-known inspiration 
behind the 1991 version. “Disney 
had been developing Beauty and the 
Beast for decades,” he explains, “but 
there was a specific version they were 
developing in the Eighties.

“On the heels of The Little Mermaid, 
they showed it to [composer] Alan 
Menkin and Howard Ashman. Ashman 
had just found out that he had Aids, 
and it was his idea, not only to make it 
into a musical but also to make Beast 
one of the two central characters; until 
then it had mostly been Belle’s story 
that they had been telling.

“And specifically for him it was a 
metaphor for Aids. He was cursed 
and this curse had brought sorrow on 
all those people who loved him and 
maybe there was a chance for a miracle 
and a way for the curse to be lifted. It 
was a very concrete thing that he was 
doing.”

Condon continues: “I’ll tell you one 
other thing that’s for sure, I’m not 
saying that Howard Ashman liked 
rough trade, but Alan told me that 
both the dentist in Little Shop of Horrors 
and Gaston were based on, you know, 
trade.”

So, the uber-masculine Gaston, 
with his bulging muscles and hairy 
chest, was the kind of man Ashman 
fantasised about?

“Yeah, or people he’d been with,” 
says Condon. “Not the brightest but 
lovely, you know… That’s a gay joke, 
that’s a gay inside joke; that character, 
Gaston.”

Suddenly everything becomes 

much clearer. Is it any wonder that the 
original film has always had so many 
gay fans? 

wenty-five years on 
from the release of 
Disney’s original Beauty 
and the Beast, society 
has become much more 
accepting of gay people; 
children in both the UK 

and the US now grow up in a world in 
which you don’t have to be a princess 
to marry a prince — two princes can 
marry each other. So has Condon been 
able to make even more of the story’s 
queer sensibility?

“The answer’s yes,” he replies 
without hesitation. He tells us he’s 
introduced a “gay moment” to the 
film but, as post-production still 
isn’t finished, he can’t elaborate any 
further.

A few months later, he calls our 
London office on the phone to reveal 
all  — a gay twist is worked into the 
plot through the relationship between 
Gaston and his sidekick LeFou, played 

by Josh Gad. ›

“FOR ASHMAN IT WAS A METAPHOR FOR AIDS. THE CURSE HAD BROUGHT 
SORROW ON ALL THE PEOPLE WHO LOVED HIM. MAYBE THERE WAS A 

CHANCE FOR A MIRACLE AND A WAY FOR THE CURSE TO BE LIFTED” 

C O D E D  G A Y  C H A R A C T E R S

Ursula in The Little Mermaid
The voluptuous sea-witch 
was modelled on drag queen 
Divine, perhaps fitting for a 

film based on a fairytale 
written by gay author 
Hans Christian Andersen, 
who saw it as a metaphor 
for his own love for a man 

beyond his reach.

Governor Ratcliffe in Pocahontas
There’s a tradition of effete 
villains in Hollywood, including 
in cartoons. From Shere Khan in 
The Jungle Book, to Scar in The 
Lion King, there’s no saying for 
sure that they’re gay but they 
do incorporate stereotypical 
gay mannerisms. In doubt about 
Ratcliffe? Get a load of his hair!

Hades in Hercules Yes, the flame-
haired demi-god is another villain 
who can be read as queer but he 
can also been seen as a riff on 
the stereotype of every girl’s gay 
best friend. He’s around to offer 
Megara relationship advice and 
if he could get us closer to 
Hercules, we’d be happy to 
have him in our life.

Timon & Pumbaa in The Lion 
King The flamboyant meerkat 
and warthog bring up young 
Simba when he’s separated from 
the pride. Their finest moment is 
teaching him to sing and dance 

in Hakuna Matata, a queer 
anthem about forgetting 
your worries. Hell, we’d like 
them to be our gay dads!

Oaken in Frozen In a 
brief scene, the friendly 
shopkeeper invites Anna 
and Kristoff to use his 
sauna and is seen waving 
at his family, another man and 
two children. But it’s unclear 
whether they’re his husband 
and kids — and blink and 
you really will miss it.

Aladdin in 
Aladdin OK 
he isn’t gay 

but he is smoking hot, 
zipping around the market 
place with his muscles 

popping out from 
behind his waistcoat. 
And don’t get us 
started on Tarzan…

B E A U T Y  &  T H E

HITTING THE 
RIGHT NOTES: 

Director Bill 
Condon, top, and 

above, Howard 
Ashman, the gay 
man behind the 

songs for the 
1991 version 

of the film
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Condon explains: “LeFou is somebody 
who on one day wants to be Gaston, 
and on another day wants to kiss 
Gaston. He’s confused about what 
he wants. He’s just realising that he 
has these feelings. And Josh makes 
something really subtle and delicious 
out of it. And that’s what has its pay-off 
at the end, which I don’t want to give 
away. But it is a nice, exclusively gay 
moment in a Disney movie.”

Off the record, he tells us what 
happens in that gay moment. We won’t 
spoil it for you but we can reveal that 
the film introduces another minor 
character who’s also discovering 
his sexuality, and, at the end, when 
everyone’s at a lavish ball to celebrate 
the love between Belle and her new 
prince, these two characters find 
themselves with the chance to connect. 

But will Disney duck out by de-sexing 
the connection between them? Call us 
cynical but it’s a question we have to 
ask. Condon assures us that this isn’t 
the case as the actor playing LeFou’s 
potential partner is “hot”. We looked 
him up on Google and trust us, he is. 
Smoking hot.

Condon admits to being encouraged 
by positive responses of those who’ve 
viewed the scene so far. “We test these 
movies with family audiences,” he says, 
“and we did two of them and both 
times they broke out into applause. 
And that was thrilling, thrilling! And 
on the [feedback] cards later so many 

people mentioned loving the gay 
moment.”

Despite this, he’s anxious not to 
overstate the significance of his film’s 
same-sex surprise. “It’s a moment,” 
he points out, “it lasts five seconds.” 
This may be the case but it still 
represents a major step forward from 
what’s gone before, something Condon 
acknowledges.

Until now, Disney has never given 
us a single explicitly gay character, 
although the studio has created several 
characters of ambiguous sexuality — 
and ones who can be read as coded 
gays [see p112]. So, when Condon 
started work on the film, was he 
aware that there was a glass ceiling his 
predecessors had never managed to 
break through?

“Absolutely, but I love coded 
characters, by the way. And there are 
so many movies of the Forties and 
Fifties when there’s nothing better 
than translating them. I actually find it 
fun that this is a world where that still 
is necessary,” he says.

Condon admits that as a gay 
filmmaker there was a political motive 
behind his desire to build into the 
new Beauty and the Beast a sub plot 
that wasn’t in the original script — but 
he’s particularly proud that he hasn’t 
had to shoehorn it into the narrative. 
“What I love about it is it’s completely 
woven into the fabric of what we’ve 
built,” he adds.

And besides, you could argue that in 
doing so he’s only been faithful to the 
spirit of Howard Ashman’s vision of 
the classic French fairytale. 

Condon points out that the film’s gay 
roots can be traced back even further 
than Ashman. French director Jean 
Cocteau made a celebrated version in 
1946 with his boyfriend Jean Marais as 
Beast. “This story has always had some 
fairy dust on it,” Condon says with 
a grin. “There’s some essentially gay 
element to it, in all of its forms. I feel 
as if I’m part of tradition.”

There may be some who wish he’d 
gone even farther — and others who 
think Disney should be doing more to 
promote the positive representation 
of gay characters on screen, especially 
given its cultural influence around the 
world. But Condon stresses that the 
studio was supportive of his desire to 
add a moment of same-sex attraction. 
“To their credit, no one at Disney ever 
took any notice or gave it another 
thought,” he reveals.

He assures us that the scene will be 
kept in the version of the film released 
in all territories, even in countries 
where it’s illegal or considered 
unacceptable to be gay. He might be 
modest, but when we think about the 
impact this will have on families and 
children in countries such as Russia or 
Uganda, this is a big deal. Hopefully, it 
will encourage Disney to go farther in 
the future.

 

or now though, Beauty 
and the Beast stands as 
the gayest film Disney 
has ever made, at least 
according to its director. 
But queer fans shouldn’t 
judge it on this one 

criterion alone; Beauty and the Beast is a 
film about love’s ability to transform us 
and what can happen to us when we’re 
deprived of love.

And that’s something we can all — 
gay or straight — connect with.

“One of the themes of the story,” says 
Stevens, “is the power of love not only 
to transform but to reconnect you with 
your better self, the authentic version 
of yourself, and to be proud of that and 
to let that shine through. And that’s a 
great lesson for everybody.” 
 
Beauty and the Beast is released in 
the UK on 17 March

“THIS STORY HAS ALWAYS HAD SOME FAIRY DUST ON IT.  
THERE’S SOME ESSENTIALLY GAY ELEMENT TO IT, IN ALL OF ITS 

FORMS. I FEEL AS IF I’M PART OF TRADITION” — BILL CONDON

B E A U T Y  &  T H E

CLEAR AS A BELLE: 
Emma Watson gets 
on-set advice from 
director Bill Condon


